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Session, features historical facts about Iowa, the Capitol, and the early workings of state government.  
All italicized text/block quotes in this document are taken directly from historical publications with the 

actual spelling, punctuation, and grammar retained. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
May Francis was born in Mapleton, Minnesota, in 
1880.  She began her teaching career in a one-
room schoolhouse in Bremer County, Iowa.  She 
earned her bachelor’s degree at Iowa State 
Teacher’s College in 1910 and became the Bremer 
County School Superintendent in 1915. 
 
In 1919, Francis led the inspection of more than 
1,800 one-room schools of the 10,000 in Iowa at 
that time.  Serving as the appointed 
Superintendent of Country Schools for two years, 
Francis drafted important legislation for 
establishing standard requirements for all country 
schools. 
 

Francis was elected to the statewide position of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction just two years after women had won the right to vote. 
 
Francis’ term was plagued with controversy.  Some of the allegations against 
her included omitting items from her election expenses affidavit; denying aid 
to schools for political gain and paying aid to schools that were ineligible; 
disqualifying teachers based on arbitrary rules never properly passed; and 
withholding, without authority, teaching certificates from qualified teachers.  
There were also questions concerning the qualifications of her Deputy 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, Thelma Nelson.  Although Francis was 
not impeached, she served only one term as the Superintendent of Public 
Instruction.  
 
 

May Francis was the first woman elected to a statewide position.  She was 
elected as the Superintendent of Public Instruction in 1922.   
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House of Representatives Resolution 
 

In The History of the Office of Department of Public Instruction in Iowa, 
written in 1945 by Representative Fred Schwengel, there is one paragraph 
describing Francis: 
 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 

The Resolution calling for an investigation of Superintendent Francis was 
offered on April 12, 1924.  The Resolution was taken up for consideration on 
April 15, 1924.  Amendments to the Resolution were offered, but none were 
adopted.  The Resolution was adopted by the House of Representatives April 
15, 1924, during the Extra Session of the Fortieth General Assembly.  
 
 

 

http://publications.iowa.gov/7924/1/histofsuper1945.pdf
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Judiciary Committee Report 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

On April 26, 1924, the House of Representatives adopted this resolution 
offered by the Judiciary Committee: 
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The Report of the Committee on the Investigation of the State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction was submitted on July 22, 1924, on 
pages 1,718-1,730 of the House Journal.  This report included a Minority 
report.  The members felt it was necessary to explain their vote. 

 

  

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/YHJL/855058.pdf


Pieces of Iowa’s Past 
January 10, 2018 6   
 

Newspaper Articles 
 

 
The Daily Times 
Davenport, Iowa 
April 12, 1924 
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The Daily Times 
Davenport, Iowa 
April 15, 1924 
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At the end of her term, there were Iowans speaking out in favor of a new 
candidate.  May Francis may be remembered more for the controversy that 
surrounded her than her role as the first woman elected to a statewide 
office. 

 
 
 
 

The Daily Times 
Davenport, Iowa 

May 21, 1926 
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